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Taking Teacher Inquiry into Higher Education: A Dialogue in Four Parts

Brianna L. Kennedya and Nancy Fichtman Danab
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ABSTRACT
Practitioner inquiry methodology, applied in primary and secondary schools worldwide, pro-
vides a structure for systematic study of an instructor’s own teaching practice in order to
address a self-identified instructional dilemma. This methodology holds promise for improv-
ing teaching in higher education as well. In this dialogue, two faculty members at research
institutions discuss, and give an example of, how practitioner inquiry can improve the schol-
arship of teaching and learning in higher education.
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Higher education faculty balance demands to execute
excellent teaching, produce cutting-edge research, and
provide service to their fields. Many have not received
training to be good teachers, but even those who have
can find it challenging to address authentic teaching
dilemmas that often emerge in the college classroom.
This challenge stems from the absence of a structure
to do so that acknowledges teaching as intellectual
work. In this paper, we illustrate how a methodo-
logical approach called practitioner inquiry, applied
world-wide in K-12 contexts, can bring a research
lens to college teaching and provide a structure for
university faculty to focus on, and improve, teaching
dilemmas at institutions of higher education, and in
the process, intellectualize one’s teaching efforts.

Rooted in the work of John Dewey (1933), popular-
ized by Kurt Lewin in the 1940s (Adelman 1993) and
applied to the field of education shortly thereafter by
Stephen Corey (1953), practitioner inquiry is defined
as the systematic and intentional study of a teacher’s
own practice and has been used in K-12 contexts for
decades. Inquiry consists of cycles of continuous
improvement that contain the following components:

� posing a question about teaching practice;
� collecting and analyzing data to gain insights into

the question posed, along with reading rele-
vant literature;

� taking action to make changes in teaching practice
based on new understandings developed during
inquiry; and

� sharing findings with others (Dana & Yendol-
Hoppey, 2020).

Although the foundational texts describing the
methodology of practitioner inquiry position it as
applicable to K-12 contexts. Cochran-Smith and Fries
(2005) suggest that the methodology is also appropriate
for university instructors who seek to systematically
improve their teaching. Teacher education has particu-
larly been a field where higher education faculty mem-
bers have engaged in rigorous examination of their
teaching (Korthagen 1995; Loughran 2004). Despite the
fact that higher education faculty in the field of teacher
education enter college teaching with experience teach-
ing in K-12 contexts, they experience challenges adapt-
ing their knowledge of teaching from this context to
teaching adults in a university course. As faculty in the
field of teacher education who have applied the process
of inquiry to higher education, in this piece, we pro-
vide an introduction to and illustration of the ways
inquiry can work in higher education by presenting a
dialogue between the two of us. In so doing, we offer
one strategy to reflect upon and improve teaching that
all higher education instructors can use regardless of
field or discipline. Parts of the dialogue have been fic-
tionalized for readability, but the description of the
study and the evidence presented are actual.

CONTACT Brianna L. Kennedy b.l.kennedy@uu.nl Utrecht University, Heidelberglaan 1, Utrecht, 3508 TC Netherlands.
� 2021 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed,
or built upon in any way.

COLLEGE TEACHING
https://doi.org/10.1080/87567555.2021.1907528

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/87567555.2021.1907528&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-04-01
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1080/87567555.2021.1907528
http://www.tandfonline.com


Characters

BRIANNA: A faculty member in a teacher education
department focused on social justice at a research uni-
versity; recently assigned to teach the course Effective
Teaching and Classroom Management in the
Secondary School for pre-service teachers. Her course
typically enrolls 20 to 30 students primarily born in
the U.S. from White middle class backgrounds. Fewer
than 5% of the students come from nondominant eth-
nic or socioeconomic backgrounds.

NANCY: A faculty member in a teacher education
department at another research university and former
colleague of Brianna’s who has researched the process
of inquiry in K-12 teaching contexts.

Part I

(Brianna and Nancy run into each other at a confer-
ence and sit down to catch up. After discussion of
their latest research projects, the conversation moves
to teaching, and Brianna’s face reveals bewilderment
as she begins to describe one of her current courses.)

BRIANNA: At first I was so excited to teach this
course, but it doesn’t seem like my students are grasp-
ing the main concepts. In the teacher education pro-
gram, we want teacher candidates to understand the
inequalities that exist in our public school system and
how they are a direct consequence of societal inequal-
ities related to healthcare, housing, childcare, school
funding, teacher quality, curricula, and wealth distri-
bution (Boykin and Noguera 2011; Kumar and
Lauermann 2018; Ladson-Billings 2007; Milner 2010,
Welner and Carter 2013; Villegas and Lucas 2002;
Zygmunt and Clark 2016). In my class in particular, I
want my students to understand issues of inequity
and power so that when they become teachers they
can work toward social justice rather than uncon-
sciously reproducing the status quo (Sensoy and
DiAngelo 2017). And I want them to be able to do
that using excellent teaching practices.

NANCY: Well, what makes you think they are not
learning those things?

BRIANNA: That’s a good question. One of the main
projects for the class is that the teacher candidates
work in small groups with one secondary school stu-
dent from a racially or socioeconomically marginal-
ized background. The group’s task is to get to know
that student and their family. The group also needs to
interview a teacher and observe the student at school.

The goal is for the teacher candidates who are mostly
from White, middle class backgrounds to understand
issues in the student’s home and school lives from the
student’s and family’s perspectives. But it seems like
what is happening is that the teacher candidates’ ori-
ginal perspectives of blaming students and families for
challenges at school are being reinforced instead of
changed (Kennedy and Soutullo 2018; Ladson-Billings
2007; Valencia 1997, 2010). They don’t seem to see
the students’ and families’ strengths or understand
their difficulties or to understand the social structures
that have led to those difficulties. Instead, the teacher
candidates seem to adopt the exact perspective that I
hope to challenge in the class, the perspective that
blames children and families for school failure without
considering multiple social and school-related factors
that contribute to the situation (Weiner 2006). I’m
not sure why the project is leading to this reinforcing
of stereotypes rather than challenging them or why
students do not transfer the information from other
class materials and activities to this one.

NANCY: It sounds like you have a problem
of practice.

BRIANNA: What’s a problem of practice?

NANCY: It’s a dilemma that you have as a teacher.
These dilemmas naturally lead teachers to problem-
atize practice. For example, you are problematizing
ways to shift the deficit narrative your mostly White,
middle class students seem to hold about children
from racially or socioeconomically marginalized
backgrounds.

BRIANNA: Well, then, yes! I have a problem of prac-
tice. Do problems of practice have solutions
of practice?

(They laugh.)

NANCY: As a matter of fact, they do! While there are
numerous ways to focus on and improve one’s teach-
ing, I have seen teachers in primary and secondary
education have great success with a process called
practitioner inquiry, and I think higher education fac-
ulty could really benefit from it too.

BRIANNA: Oh, right! I remember seeing one of your
presentations on practitioner inquiry in K-12 contexts
and was intrigued by the process, but I never thought
of applying it to my own higher education teaching.

NANCY: Practitioner inquiry can be an excellent
methodology to address problems of practice in
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higher education teaching by combining the scholar-
ships of discovery and teaching (Boyer 1990). In fact,
in his book What the Best College Teachers Do, Ken
Bain’s (2004) analysis of over 60 exemplary college
teachers across a dozen universities revealed that all of
the professors studied “had some systematic pro-
gram… to assess their own efforts and to make appro-
priate changes” (p. 19). Practitioner inquiry can serve
that purpose.

BRIANNA: What do you think I should do first?

NANCY: The first step is to frame your problem of
practice as a researchable question. It sounds like you
are close to being able to do that. Do you think so?

BRIANNA: Well, my overarching goal is to shift my
students’ mindsets related to working with children
from racially and socioeconomically marginalized
backgrounds. Then, I want them to be able to build
on those mindsets as they make decisions related to
their own teaching and as they interact with children
and families. I have several assignments that I’ve cre-
ated to accomplish that, but those assignments do not
seem to lead to the outcomes I have hoped for.

NANCY: Do you think the disconnection you
describe is related to your course objectives and
choice of assignments?

BRIANNA: I suppose that’s the question. Maybe I
could more formally frame it like this: In what way
can I appropriately structure course activities to chal-
lenge the negative perspectives that students from
White, middle class backgrounds in my Effective
Teaching and Classroom Management in the
Secondary School course hold about children from
racially or socioeconomically marginalized
populations?”

NANCY: That’s the idea, and you can continue to
refine your question as you work through the inquiry
process. Now that you have articulated a researchable
question about your teaching, the next step in the
inquiry cycle is to collect and analyze data. Data col-
lection in practitioner inquiry is best thought of as
capturing the action, learning, and thinking that has,
and is, happening in one’s class. Whenever possible,
data collection strategies should emerge from what is
a natural part of the teaching act, like the generation
of student work, so your students’ assignments them-
selves can be a valuable source of data to analyze.
How many semesters have you included the small
group project in your course?

BRIANNA: This is the second semester, and I felt
uncertain about the assignment last semester, too.

NANCY: Did you keep the students’ assignments
from last semester?

BRIANNA: Yes, my students submit all of their
papers online, so I have access to my students’ work
from every class.

NANCY: Terrific, so your next step then is to system-
atically analyze your students’ prior work in order to
characterize their thinking during and after this group
project. This could be insightful and also help you
better understand your dilemma and the question that
is emanating from it. What I have noticed in my
work with teachers is that it’s easy to focus on a few
anecdotes and think that if it is true for one student
or in one case, it is true for everyone.

BRIANNA: That’s a good point. I could see how a
systematic review of my students’ assignments could
lead to some insights and perhaps to a new way to
approach this assignment.

Part II

(Nancy and Brianna meet by video six weeks later to
discuss Brianna’s engagement in practitioner inquiry.)

NANCY: Last time we left off, you were going to col-
lect and analyze data as a second step in your inquiry
cycle. What did you find?

BRIANNA: It was interesting to shift from the lens of
reading my students’ papers for the purposes
of assigning them a grade to reading for the purpose
of discovering what I could learn from them as a
researcher of my own teaching. I learned that the
teacher candidates in my class had three primary mis-
conceptions that I still need to address the next time I
teach the course. First, over half of them did not
define culture as being historically or sociologically
rooted and therefore did not understand or value per-
spectives and behaviors of students from nondomi-
nant backgrounds. Second, the course assignment did
help students to improve teaching practices by making
their content and instruction more relevant, but it did
not push the students to challenge unjust social struc-
tures. Only a handful of students discussed injustice
in their assignments. Third, about one-third of the
assignments included specific examples of students
applying their own cultural lenses to their students’
lives without being aware of it. These three issues
result from some failure in the course with regard to
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helping students understand and think more critically
about culture, power, and privilege. I’m not really
sure what to do next.

NANCY: Well, this is a really great start. The next
step in practitioner inquiry is to consult the literature.
While, as academics, we are completely comfortable
reviewing literature in relationship to our research
agendas and do it all the time, we often don’t think of
consulting literature in the same way in relationship
to our teaching. When using practitioner inquiry as a
methodology to study teaching, literature can actually
be considered a form of data as we consult what is
written about our dilemma. There are some great
journals that focus on college teaching that could be a
resource, not to mention journals in our field as well.
I suggest that you focus your literature review on
teaching practices that have successfully changed stu-
dent attitudes around culture, power, and privilege.

BRIANNA: Great idea! This would be a nice oppor-
tunity to conduct a literature review on the topic. I
could engage graduate students in the project and
then not only would the results help me with my
course revision, but we could also publish the review
and disseminate our findings to other faculty mem-
bers who also face this dilemma. I know from conver-
sations with colleagues that this is a common
challenge among teachers of this content area.

(Brianna pauses for a moment in consideration of the
entire conversation so far, and then continues
the dialogue.)

BRIANNA: I like the way this is shaping up. It feels
good to have a systematic plan to address something
that is troubling me about my teaching. I’ll keep
you posted.

NANCY: I think you’re on to something that could be
really impactful. I can’t wait to hear about the
next steps.

Part III

(Nancy and Brianna meet again by video two months
later. Brianna updates Nancy on her progress.)

BRIANNA: I really enjoyed being able to dig into the
literature and read about other instructors who have
taught a similar course and had similar experiences. I
think this literature review will turn out to be the crit-
ical piece in helping me improve the course. I read a
lot of literature for my research but it had not
occurred to me to consult it for my teaching. What I

found reflected what I had also concluded during my
analysis of my students’ previous assignments:
Students’ assumptions and deeply held beliefs about
marginalized groups were reinforced when their
encounters with these individuals, or with socially
unjust situations, remained incomplete (Gorski 2012;
Kennedy et al., 2021; Zygmunt and Clark 2016). In
the literature review, the instructors who found suc-
cess in similar courses included assignments and read-
ing that required students not only to think critically
but also to reflect deeply and meaningfully on chal-
lenging issues such as White privilege before going
out into the field for further study (Acquah and
Commins 2015; Adler 2011; Owen 2010). This reflec-
tion process required time and also needed to be a
primary focus of the class. On the one hand, this
point was not that new or surprising. Of course it
makes sense that students need time to reflect on dif-
ficult course content. But on the other hand, I was
not really transferring that understanding adequately
to the structure of my course. I would say that the lit-
erature review led to a development of my own peda-
gogical content knowledge (Shulman 1987).

NANCY: I love hearing that. Pedagogical content
knowledge is such a useful idea, that it’s not enough
to know pedagogy, or how to teach, and that it’s not
enough to have content knowledge, but that teachers
specifically need to understand how to teach particular
content. That means that you, as a teacher, need to
know how your students learn particular content, not
just what the content is. How would you say that
your pedagogical content knowledge changed?

BRIANNA: I would say that I am now conceptualizing
students’ mastery of the course content in stages, which
I had not considered before. These stages particularly
apply when the course goals target both cognitive and
affective changes (Iseminger et al., 2020). The first stage
targets a cognitive change, a development in know-
ledge. Students need to know some basic terms just to
be able to talk about these ideas. The second stage sup-
ports affective development. Students need time and
effective instructor scaffolding to process the difficult
content and what it implies about their own positions
and identities. I think this stage is particularly relevant
for the challenging material related to racism, power,
and privilege. Then the third stage addresses the inte-
gration of the cognitive and affective learning and sup-
ports the transfer of concepts. In this stage, students
encounter new situations and apply the ideas to these
new situations. And finally, the fourth stage is where
we can start to incorporate these ideas into students’
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own classroom teaching. I drew a model to help me
further theorize and conceptualize students’ learning
process in this content area (see Figure 1).

I think I have been rushing through the first stage
(i.e. Building Knowledge), leaving out the second stage
(i.e. Examining and Reflecting on Beliefs), and jum-
bling together the third (i.e. Applying Novice
Practices) and fourth stages (i.e. Adopting Long-Term
Practices). So this literature synthesis has been very
useful for me to conceptualize my students’ learning
process more clearly.

NANCY: How do you think that the clarity you are
expressing about these four stages (cognitive learning,
affective learning, preliminary applications, and mas-
tery application) will help you revise your course and
resolve your teaching dilemma?

BRIANNA: Well, when I thought about how to apply
these findings to my situation, at first I felt conflicted.
I want to prepare the teacher candidates to address
social injustice by providing them with these learning
activities but I also know that the teacher candidates’
focus is on learning to teach and that they may see
reading and writing about issues of social injustice as a
distraction. But when I think about their learning as
moving through four stages, it helps me to set more
realistic and narrow goals for the course. The next time
I teach the course, I will focus heavily on teaching stu-
dents basic terms, so mastering stage one, and helping
them to begin the reflection process of stage two. In

order to be responsive to their own goals of learning to
teach at this moment in their educational trajectories,
which is focused on what I am calling stage four, I will
use class materials, examples, and assignments that are
all quite practical and focused on classroom teaching.
To implement these shifts, I will change the class
assignments to align more directly with the founda-
tional cognitive mastery of concepts and the prelimin-
ary steps toward affective change—stages one and two
of my model. To support these objectives, I will more
tightly couple the assignments with the course readings
and activities and improve in-class scaffolding. I will
work on the details of the course revision and try it
out in the upcoming term.

NANCY: That sounds great, and will naturally lead to
an analysis of how it went. Be sure to collect evidence.

Part IV

(Brianna asks Nancy for an urgent video chat in order
to share her outcomes.)

BRIANNA: Guess what? I’m so excited. I put my new
pedagogical content knowledge to work by revising
my course as we discussed. I focused the course on
what I called “anchor concepts,” such as funds of
knowledge, social justice, deficit thinking, and resist-
ance, and built the activities and assignments around
those. I thought this would be a particularly good way
to hone in on students’ cognitive developments in

Figure 1. Brianna’s conceptual model of student learning.
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stage one. I also gave a midterm and final exam to
further reinforce students’ attention to, and learning
of, the anchor concepts, which I then hope will be
built upon as they progress through their teaching
program and beyond. Listen to what this student
wrote on his final exam, where I asked them to reflect
on their own learning during the course, which I
hoped would move them into the reflection stage, or
stage two, that I mentioned before:

The first anchor concept from our readings, “It’s My
Job,” is still a concept I am gaining a deeper
understanding of. In my midterm, I commented that
it was not practical in the real world. During a field
experience course this semester, I saw a student being
left behind because the teacher gave up on him. The
kid was smart. He needed motivation. I felt an ache
that I still feel writing this. That is a life. That is
potential thrown away because of the limit placed on
him. You can’t save everyone, but you have to try!
Deficit thinking [the second anchor concept in our
course] ties in to my preconceived notions before
taking the class. I thought students who do not do
their work and acted out were problems. I realize it is
not that simple.

This is just one of many examples. Ninety percent
of the students showed mastery of the anchor con-
cepts, which is the cognitive change I was hoping for.
Isn’t it great, Nancy? By narrowing and simplifying
the objectives, and more tightly aligning the activities
and content, I was actually successful at moving stu-
dents through the foundational stage and into the
reflection stage. Comments like these show that we’ve
also paved the way for applications to their future
teaching. I feel much better about the class after com-
pleting this inquiry cycle. I can’t wait to share these
insights with my colleagues.

NANCY: That is so great, Brianna, what a success. The
discoveries you have made about your teaching are a
testament to the power practitioner inquiry holds to
improve college teaching and learning. I hope engage-
ment in inquiry will become a natural part of your col-
legiate teaching practice from here forward.

BRIANNA: Indeed. I’m so pleased with the process
and results.

Epilogue

(Brianna and Nancy meet months later at a confer-
ence and continue their dialogue about inquiry.
Brianna has a question she has been wanting to
ask Nancy.)

BRIANNA: Well, actually, I do have another question
for you. This inquiry process really took a lot of time,
and I know it made my teaching better, but I feel really
conflicted about the time demands associated with con-
tinuing to engage in the process. As you well know, we
are at research universities and the gold standard is on
publications in top journals and less value is placed on
good teaching (Chalmers 2011). I feel a sense of pres-
sure about needing to convince my colleagues of the
value of this type of scholarship.

NANCY: That’s an understandable and common con-
cern. But remember that sharing the findings of an
inquiry cycle is an important final step in the process,
and you can publish your work. Your colleagues will
at least recognize that you’ve published and give you
credit for that.

BRIANNA: That’s a great idea. But what journals
would be interested in this sort of work?

NANCY: The journals Teaching in Higher Education
and College Teaching focus on teaching in various dis-
ciplines in higher education. Teaching and Learning
Inquiry publishes rigorous practitioner inquiries con-
ducted in higher education. And there are several
journals in our own field that would publish research
on one’s own teaching such as Action in Teacher
Education, Studying Teacher Education, and the
Journal of Practitioner Research. There are journals
with a similar focus in other fields as well. In terms of
whether other scholars view practitioner inquiry as
real research depends on their research paradigm
(Haigh and Withell 2020).

BRIANNA: You know, I was thinking about that as I
was justifying for myself why I wanted to proceed
with inquiry. I was thinking about how I often have
to justify my interpretive, qualitative research studies
to scholars who tend to use post-positivist research
paradigms (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2018). I see
value in a range of research paradigms to address dif-
ferent types of questions and social problems
(Leibowitz and Bozalek 2016), and practitioner inquiry
is a valid paradigm for this type of question. So, it
turns out that practitioner inquiry is real research
when evaluated by these standards. But do you really
think that research institutions could place a high
value on teaching and on the improvement of teach-
ing through practitioner inquiry?

NANCY: Yes, indeed. Many universities are now
advocating for teachers to ask good research questions
about their teaching and use practitioner inquiry to
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impact and improve student learning. I’m currently
leading an effort at my institution to do just that. We
are rolling out a campus-wide initiative to transform
the undergraduate general education coursework
experience. In sum, this initiative is about transform-
ing large undergraduate general education lecture
courses to smaller, discussion-based seminars that ask
students to grapple with challenges they will face as
thoughtful adults navigating a complex world. As you
might imagine, as faculty shift from delivering large,
lecture-based courses to facilitating active learning of
smaller groups of undergraduates, they have many
questions that the process of inquiry can address.
Some that we have discussed already include:

� How is the experiential learning component of my
course developing students’ critical thinking skills?

� What discussion facilitation techniques engage first
year students with the essential questions that
frame my course?; and

� How can I utilize a teaching assistant in a small
class setting to impact the learning of first year stu-
dents, rather than simply to grade assignments?

The process of inquiry has been introduced as a sys-
tematic way to support faculty in understanding how
well their efforts are working to transform the under-
graduate general education coursework experience for
our students. Our goal is for faculty inquirers to pub-
lish the research they produce on their teaching in
some of the journals I mentioned earlier. I’m looking
forward to watching the powerful ways inquiry
improves teaching on our campus, as well as to our
continuing conversations about the application of prac-
titioner inquiry to higher education.
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